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Dress Up, Performance, 40 minutes

I am interested in thinking of architecture and cultural beliefs as another layer of
clothing over the body, defining its movement. During my studies at Hunter MFA, I
developed a series of performances exploring the relation of body, clothing, and
architecture. I sewed curtains and bed sheets, that also function as dresses for me to
perform in.

The starting point of my thesis performance was an attempt to continue this
research by sewing a tablecloth that also functions as a dress. When I approached
designing it, I recalled the specific white shiny tablecloths at my parent’s house used on
Shabbat and Holidays, with the initials of my grandmother and great-grandmother
embroidered on the corners. Recalling that and also their needlework wall pieces,
opened up more layers of reference to the specific relations between body, clothing,
and architecture in my traditions and history.

Recalling textiles that surrounded me during my childhood reminded me of the
“dress up” game. I remember measuring my small body in relation to my mother’s
clothes and performing her movements using a miniature china tea set. In “Homo
Ludens”, Johan Huizinga writes about the role of “play“ in the development of culture:
“As a culture proceeds, either progressing or regressing, the original relationship we
have postulated between play and non-play does not remain static. As a rule the playelement gradually recedes into the background, being absorbed for the most part in the
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sacred sphere.”1 Ludens’ writing inspired me to visualize the “non static” relation I have
with the “dress up” game. I decided to design the thesis performance as an attempt to
stage an imaginary conversation between myself now with myself as a child, in order to
understand what games and stories inspire our growth.

I am interested in the way Clarissa Pinkola Estés, PhD writes about stories as
medicine in “Women Who Run With the Wolves”. Estés studied stories from many
different cultures and traced the missing “bones” that were censored from stories, for
example in case of the brothers Grimm “…there is strong suspicion that the informants
(storytellers) of that time sometimes “purified” their stories for the religious brothers’
sakes… Sexual elements were omitted… This is how many women’s teaching tales
about sex, love, money, marriage, birthing, death and transformation were lost” 2. In
addition to writing the stories, Estés added her understanding of guidance and healing
of the Wild Woman Archetype that these stories hold.

Estés’ writing made me think of stories in my specific tradition. Although the
context I grew up in did not give me an anchor to identify with a specific location,
material culture, or language, it did enrich me a with a wide gateway to stories from past
eras and social structures thousands of years old. I questioned how these stories and
traditions relate to my current practice done within the context of Fine Art. Since my

1

Huizinga, Johan. Homo Ludens: A Study Of The Play-Element In Culture. Penguin Random House LLC,
1938. page 46
2

Pinkola Estés, Clarissa, Women Who Run With the Wolves: Myths and Stories of the Wild Woman
Archetype. Ballantine Books New York, 1992, page 15-16
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practice is within the sculpture and performance field, I focused my question on what
materials and performative attributes these stories are contained in when they are told.

In the Talmud3 tractate Berakhot 24a, there is a statement: Kol be-isha erva The
voice of a women is her genitals. It is understood from here that women’s (singing?)
voices should not be heard in public. Women were traditionally not those who had
chanted stories nor led rituals to the public. They may have created the objects used in
the rituals and, instead of public rituals they may have told stories and other
performative arts to women only audiences, that may have not been included in the
canon passed on.

From a different perspective, Dr. Christiane Northrup, in “Women's Bodies,
Women's Wisdom” also writes about medicine and women. As a gynecologist, she sees
the necessity to name and dismiss harmful cultural inheritance thinking. Northrup knows
how medical treatment can potentially externally cure the body, but from her
experience, healing occurs when women internally accepted the female body as a
norm. If not, “a thought that is held long enough and repeated enough becomes a belief.
The belief then becomes biology” 4 Prior to Northrup’s work, the “Boston Women's

3

Collection of writings 400 CE-1200 CE that are the primary source of Jewish religious law

4

Northrup, Christiane. Women's Bodies, Women's Wisdom: Creating Physical and Emotional Health and
Healing, Bantam Books New York,1994 page 35
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Health Book Collective”, formed in the late 1960s gathered to discuss and publicize
women’s needs that were ignored by health care providers.5

Designing, sewing, welding, wheel throwing, baking and wood building the
performance was a pleasurable and surprising process. The result went beyond the
initial proposal. The dresses in the performance also functioned as floor, blanket,
tablecloth, book and walls. Each element in the performance has multiple uses,
producing a variety of imagery, sound and movement from the materials present on the
stage. For the purpose of this paper, I divided the performance into three sections:
Material, Sound and Movement. The Movement section is divided into five parts: Table,
Book, Room, Choir and Suitcase. In the performance these parts are all seamlessly
intertwined.

5

Norsigian, Judy. Our Bodies, Ourselves: Boston Women's Health Book Collective, Simon & Schuster,
1971
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Material:
Three dresses, six ceramics rings and eight wooden frames.
1)

Image #1: Closed white dress

Two white sheer dresses with a round collar, shoulder pads, buttons down the center,
elastic waist and vertical stripes on both sides of the buttons above the waistline. From
the waist downwards, the dresses mirror each other. Each dress has one side with a slit
from the waist downwards and on the other side fabric tightly rolled and fastened to the
waist by a ribbon. When both of the dresses are worn together the slit is not visible. The
large slit enables undressing quickly. The sleeves are puffed and have a button on the
wrist. The design of these dresses was influenced by the dresses my great grandmother
sewed, in one of the pictures in the video “Her Sheitel6” (1:51-2:34 minutes) as part of
my thesis installation. (Image #33 Page 28)
The four shoulder pads have ceramic flutes in them. Each dress has a different tone.
The outer dress produces high-pitched, staccato notes. The inner dress’s notes were

6

wig in Yiddish
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characterized by lower, longer tones. The buttons are round hallah bread with white
ribbon sewn in four holes of the button creating a white square in the center on the
hallah/ button. The buttons are inspired by the ritual Hafrashat Hallah, Separating the
Halla, to make it kosher. This is a tradition of separating a small amount of dough from
the main dough, blessing and putting it aside not to be eaten. The ritual is traditionally
performed by women.

Image #2: Open white dress

The fabric rolled on the side of the dress is opened in Part Three: Room and held up
between two frames similar to the way that embroidery hoops hold fabric. The rim of the
fabric located at the center of the stage is different than the rest. It has patterned stripes
referencing to a Tallit, prayer shawl, traditionally worn by men. It is also used in wedding
and funeral rituals.
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2)

Image #3: Pocket Dress

White sleeveless apron dress with sheer orange and white pockets connected at the
waist. At the beginning of the performance the dress is rolled into a ball. There are two
sets of ribbons and inner stitches ensuring the weight of the frames is held on my hips
and not on the fabric of the dress. There are fragmented spoons sewn into small
pockets located in the larger pockets. The spoons are connected to the inner pocket by
a white ribbon.
3)

Image #4: Light Pocket / Brown Choir
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On one side of the surface there is a patchwork pattern of bright fabrics. The size and
colors of the patchwork is 20 * 20 centimeters, the standard floor tile size used in Israel
when I was young. The phrase “under the tiles” describes physical or physiological
hidden storage. On the reverse side, the fabric folds in half to be a brown dress whose
upper part can be worn by three people. The back of the brown dresses is shaped like a
wide bra strap.
4)

Image #5: Jumpsuit

Dark brown long sleeved, drop crotch jumpsuit with two buttons at the back of the neck.
5)
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Image #6: Ceramic Whistle Rings

Six ceramic whistle rings made on the pottery wheel. At the beginning of the
performance the rings are covered with a white shiny striped pattern. The ceramic rings
are glazed with breast milk decoration.
6)

Image #7: Frames

Eight wooden frames covered with brown and pink fabric. The dimensions of the frame
fit in a suitcase. In Part Two: Book, the frames form a hopscotch game. The final image
of the performance is all the elements of the performance tightly packed up in the frame
with me then leaving it. Those image sequences are inspired by the stories of
deportation, displacement and an attempt to relocate that I inherited as a third
generation of Holocaust survivors.

Sound:
Most of the performance is silent with the sound of the fabrics rubbing against the
fabric floor of the performance. The sounds chosen for the performance are inspired by
sounds made during a meal: Frictions of ceramic plates and stainless steel cutlery.
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In Part One: Table and Part Six: Suitcase, the ceramics are also used as whistles.
The rhythm has two references. First, the birdcall of the Great Tit, a popular bird in the
Middle East. The name of the bird in Hebrew is Yar-ge-zee, The Annoyed, because the
call is high-pitched. Second, the Shofar, usually performed at Jewish High Holiday
prayers, where the sounds produced from a ram’s horn are supposed to make the
audience focused and scared. The gesture of producing sound to the shoulder refers to
the way security guards speak to their devices.

I breathed into the whistles working with my diaphragm and stomach muscles. I
intended to form an experience that the audience sees the inflating and deflating of my
body, parallel to hearing the sounds. In ”Vocal Wisdom”, Lamberti talks about his
understanding of the body as a musical instrument. “The foundation of all vocal studies
lies in the control of the breath.” 7 I am interested in the way Lamberti talks about the
triangle of diction, diaphragm and focus. Working with the whistles gave me an
opportunity to work with Lamperti’s techniques, to create a soundscape of breath prior
to voice.

The sound of stainless steel in the performance ranges according to the intensity
of my movement. There are tender sounds similar to wind chime and aggressive
sounds similar to weapons. In Part Four: Choir, I sang three lines from a Piyut 8 that is

7

Earl Brown, William. Vocal Wisdom: Maxims of Giovanni Battista Lamperti. Taplinger Publishing
Company, Yew Yoek,1931 pages 5
8

Jewish liturgical poem, a song chanted or recited at religious ceremonies.
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traditionally sung at dawn Simu Lev El Ha-Neshama Pay Attention to the Soul/Breath
written by Shma-a-yahu Koson in the 16th century, North Africa. The words are about
grasping for an anchor in the transitions of day/night and life/death.

Movement:
The intentions of the movement range between fulfilling a task, caretaking and
playfulness.
Part One: Table

Image #8: Part One: Table 1

The performance starts with a brown cloth covering the floor’s surface and a table
covered with a similar shade of brown. I entered the room wearing a white sheer dress,
holding white objects on my waist. When I reached the table, I set it with cloth plates
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Image #9: Part One: Table 2

I then unbuttoned my sleeves and place my hands on my inner shoulder pads, I
positioned the sleeves on the table. I created the soundscape of the conversation
around the table, set for six, with all the sounds coming from inside my dress.

Image #10: Part One: Table 3

I walked away from the table while continuing to make a weeping sound. I went to the
far end of the stage, took the outer dress off, while still holding its shoulder pad, and
continued to make sound. I organized the dress to be parallel to the floor and gradually
brought the tone of the sound down, as if I were putting it to rest. I then paused and
inserted the shoulder pad back inside the dress.

14

Part Two: Book

Image #11: Part One: Table 4

I then went back to the table and took the tablecloth off. I gathered all the plates and
reached out under the table to take out a white ball, which I placed with the plates on
the far corner of the floor. I dismantled the upper surface of the table to individual
hangers and placed them over the lighting rail of the gallery ceiling. I opened the
tablecloth to cover the entire surface of the floor. When I got to the corner, I paused
over the white dress and covered it as if I were covering it with a blanket. I then took off
the second white dress, lay it down and covered it.

Image #12: Part Two: Book 1
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I disassembled the base of the table and made a line of frames. I threw the white ball in
a way similar to the gesture of playing hopscotch. The place that the ball landed defined
where the next sequence would take place. In each performance, it was a different
place. I stepped in each of the frames and on the frame the ball landed, I built a vertical
frame around me with the frames.

Image #13: Part Two: Book 2

I undid the ball and it opened into a dress. I stood inside the frame with my back to the
audience and tied two layers of knots at the back of the dress. I then turned around to
the audience, causing the frame to collapse around me.

Image #14: Part Two: Book 3
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I inserted half of the frame inside the dress’s sheer orange pockets. At the corner of the
orange pockets, I undid a button and fragmented spoons sewn with a white ribbon
popped out of a small pocket. I turned the frames as if I was turning pages in a book.

Image #15: Part Two: Book 4

Balancing on one foot, I placed the four squares on my thighs and moved my hips
causing the spoons to make sound and the horizontal line on my hip to tilt from side to
side. I then faced the other part of the stage and formed the same image so the whole
audience could see both images.
Part Three: Room

Image #16: Part Three: Room 1
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I took the frame to the other side of the floor, where I had left the dresses under the
cover at the end of Part One. I lifted the brown cover and reached over to the waist of
the white dress and undid the white ribbon. I unrolled a tightly bound fabric under the
ribbon and fastened the white fabric between the frames.

Image #17: Part Three: Room 2

I stood up and placed the frame on the hangers. I repeated this with the second dress.

Image #18: Part Three: Room 3

The two white dresses that I wore at the beginning of the performance were now the
bottom part of a sheer wall. The frame that held the wall up suggests either a window or
a picture frame. At this point, each side of the audience saw a different image, but heard
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the same sound. The audience to my left were looking at me through a corner of sheer
fabric. The audience to my right saw me in the corner of the structure. I twirled around
with the white dress that had fragmented spoons sewn to its edge. I twirled near the
walls causing the sheer walls to move slightly and the spoons to make a sound. When I
stopped twirling, I took the orange dress off and held it on my arms for a moment, and
then tucked it into the void of one of the white dresses.

Image #19: Part Three: Room 4

I pulled the brown floor and turned it over, revealing a bright patchwork pattern. I spread
it out over all of the floor’s surface. I took the pile of the plates, sat down and took the
white fabric cover off. When I added a ceramic ring to the pile, it made a sound.
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Image #20: Part Three: Room 5

I folded each of the six covers and tucked them into pockets in the floor.

Part Four: Choir

Image #21: Part Four: Choir 1

I pulled the floor up, lay underneath it and paused to take a few deep breaths. This point
is the brightest color palette in the performance.

Image #22: Part Four: Choir 2
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I then started pulling the blanket from the far end to cover me up to my neck and reveal
my feet. I undid a knot at the bottom of the blanket to release a top part of a dress from
its pocket, I wore it and stood up.

Image #23: Part Four: Choir 3

I took down the frames from the hangers and changed the location of four hangers. I
took the white cloth out of the frames and organized all the frames together. I folded the
white sheer dresses and opened the upper frame in a gesture similar to that of opening
a suitcase. From this part onwards, the colors go back to brown, the same as the color
palette as at the beginning of the performance.

Image #24: Part Four: Choir 4
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I then stood up on the frames. I opened the dress in front of me to its maximum
dimension.

Image #25: Part Four: Choir 5

I turned to my side and undid a ribbon in a pocket and a top part of a dress came out, I
placed it on the hangers. I did the same on the other side. I paused to look up. This is
the first time since the beginning of the performance that I looked at the audience. I
was standing in a large dress with two upper parts of the dress on both of my sides and
we shared the same skirt. Standing on the frame enabled me to reach almost in the
same height as the other upper dresses. I began to sing, turning my head and looking at
the audience around me.
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Image #26: Part Four: Choir 6

Two thirds of the way into the song, I removed the dress on my right from the hanger
and wore it over my dress. I then turned to the dress on my left and sang the last lines
facing it and then dressed myself in it. I ended the final line of singing when I was facing
the audience and then stepped down from the frame.
Part Six: Suitcase

Image #27: Part Six: Suitcase 1

I reached down to the pile of ceramic rings that I had left at the end of Part Three:
Room. I placed two rings on my foot and two rings on each arm. I balanced on one foot
and moved my limbs in ways that made the rings touch and make sounds.
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Image #28: Part Six: Suitcase 2

I gradually brought the rings to my shoulder and put down my foot. I organized the
whistles on the rings on my shoulder and then made the same sounds I had made in
the shoulder pads in Part One: Table.

Image #29: Part Six: Suitcase 3

I ended this sequence in the same as I had ended Part One: Table. I walked around the
frame, while continuing to make a weeping sound. I sat above the frame looking down
at its void and gradually brought down the tone of the sound down, as if I were putting it
to rest. I then removed the rings, opened the frame like a suitcase and inserted the
rings. I placed the lower part of my dress over the frame and secured it between the
upper frame. I took the dress off, opened the frame like a suitcase and stuffed the entire
dress inside it. At this point, all of the dresses of the performance were inside the frame
and the brown dress was its lid.
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Image #30: Part Six: Suitcase 4

I sat close to the frame with my back to the audience, I lifted my braid and undid it. I lay
down and rolled until I got to the edge of the fabric of the performance floor, stood up
and walked back to behind the scene where I had come out from the beginning of the
performance.

Afterthoughts
When I started working on the performance, I intended to revisit playing “dressup” in my mother’s clothes. I thought that by sewing dresses that are larger than me,
with fashion elements from the 1980s, it would enable me a way to look back at how I
performed adulthood and what were the stories that inspired my growth. As a child, I
identified with the “Amelia Bedelia” stories written by Peggy Parish9. The character is a
maid receiving written instructions about how to maintain her employer’s household, but
she takes simple metaphorical instructions literally, such as believing “Dress the

9

Parish, Peggy. Amelia Bedelia. HarperCollins Publisher, 1963-88
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chicken” means dressing the chicken up like a doll instead of preparing it for cooking.
She gets away with her mistakes by serving a tasty cake. In a certain sense, “Dress Up”
is me being Amelia Bedelia. I performed the movements and rituals of maintaining a
house but the materials I worked with were not functional and they constantly shifted
into something else and there is no moment of success.

During the performance, I unexpectedly experienced a shift from my prior
expectations to the unfolding of the present. I originally thought this performance would
be a multi-generational allegory, but I found that when performing, there is no specific
character or age that can be attributed to the presence of the dresses. While
performing, I was not thinking about other characters from past times and places, but
only about my current self. Performing the piece to an audience felt like telling a story
with many unexpected twists in the plot. I created an environment that unfolds from
myself, expands to contain me and then folds to contain itself. My emotions when
performing were sadness of separating from the dresses, and curiosity about what
would go wrong. The flow of performance was complicated to carry out in perfection and
in each of the eight performances I made minor mistakes that were not visible to the
audience but were entertaining for me.
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Videos:

Image #31: The Maze (video still)

The Maze, 4:45 minutes, Porcelain, water, womb lining (endometrium)

The lining of my womb moves within the outline of the house plan I grew up in.

In the media, menstrual blood is portrayed as a passive material that needs to be
absorbed, cleaned and hidden. This indicates a wider misunderstanding of the female
body’s natural processes, by ignoring the mind-body connection. In “Caliban and the
Witch”, Silvia Federici writes how the body has been violently controlled by capitalist
institutes. Specifically: “Historically, the witch of the village was the village midwife…“10
In “Witches Midwives & Nurses”, Barbara Ehrenreich and Deirdre English write how in
the US midwifery was systematically taken over by white male doctors.11

10

Federici, Silvia. Caliban and the Witch: Women, the Body and Primitive Accumulation, Autonomedia,
2004, page 200
11

Ehrenreich, Barbara and English, Deirdre. Witches Midwives & Nurses: A History of Women Healers,
The Feminist Press 1973
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I am interested to portray this material in the same way I see it: floating in water
contained in a ceramic (toilet) vessel. In the video, the womb lining actively moves until
it is gradually absorbed in the water. I grew up in a Moshav Shitufi, Communal Village.
All the houses had the same interior house plan, so we all shared the same orientation
to space. In the Jewish tradition, menstrual blood is considered impure and only after
dipping in water, does the body become kosher.

Image #32: Spring (two video stills)

Spring, 1:15 Minutes, stainless steel spoons, fertile cervical fluid

Fertile cervical fluid is stretched between spoons welded in a shape of a sprout.

In the Fertility Awareness Method, stretchy cervical fluid is one of the indicators
of ovulation. “Cervical fluid is to the woman what the seminal fluid is to the man. Since
men are always fertile, they produce seminal fluid every day. Women, on the other
hand, are fertile only a few days each month around ovulation.”12

12

Weschler, Toni: Taking Charge of Your Fertility: The Definitive Guide to Natural Birth Control,
Pregnancy Achievement, and Reproductive Health. HarperCollins Publisher, 1995, page54
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In some Ashkenazi Jewish traditions, if cutlery mistakenly becomes not kosher,
it is placed in soil to eventually become kosher again. In a domestic environment, the
soil of plant pots is used for this purpose. This image, of cutlery and plant in the same
pot made me wonder about the transformations these two different materials go through
together while being nourished from the same soil.

Image #33: Her Sheitel (two video stills)

Her Sheitel13, 3:53 Minutes, paper, hair

Monochrome photos with hair embroidered in them are seen under a bright light.

The four photos document the story of how my grandmother survived the
Holocaust, moving from Hungary to Italy to London and then to Wales. I copied the
information she wrote on the back of the photos and embroidered it with my own hair.
The back side of the embroidery is seen on front side of the picture. Depending on the
angle I held the picture, either the photo is seen clearly, or my hair.

13

Wig in Yiddish
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I never saw my grandmother’s hair going white, because she covered her own
hair with a wig as part of observing the Jewish law for married women. I also cannot
fully understand her early years, when her extended family and community were
murdered.

Although this video does not refer directly to this practice, during the early
decades of the 19th century in the US, it was popular to frame a strand of hair in a joint
frame with the portrait, as Geoffrey Batchen writes in “Forget Me Not”: “In some
instances, samples of hair from different heads were woven together or simply
conjoined, an obvious metaphor for friendship and love or a discreet act of courtship.
Thus hair could signify either love or death (or both), and refer simultaneously to past
and present.”14

14

Batchen, Geoffrey. Forger Me Not: Photography & Remembrance, Princeton Architectural Press ,2004
page 69
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